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Abstract
The Spectre of “Overpopulation” in Climate Change
Kris Mann
Dr. Erin Presley, Department of English

Malthusian overpopulation remains a popular idea across the globe as something that
needs to be combated, especially with the anthropogenic impact on the environment. The
central guiding question is: To what extent is “overpopulation” a valid notion with
regards to the present climate crisis, and should action be taken regarding population
reduction? This research concludes that the notion of overpopulation itself is racist,
classist, and has caused senseless amounts of suffering in its wake. The inherent notion of
overpopulation can only be reductively applied to our current global status with regards
to fighting climate change. While the climate crisis is real and looming, there is more to
the equation than flat human influence. The simple recognition of people needing
resources to live, and thus more people need more resources, is not enough to fully
understand why the anthropogenic climate crisis is as it is. There is inequality among
those who emit and are affected by climate change with the worst damage falling onto
global marginalized populations that contribute the least to the world’s net carbon
emissions. The use of overpopulation as a justification for policy throughout history has
been instrumental in the implementation of grievously harmful policies, often eugenic in
nature, such as China’s One-Child Policy, India’s Emergency Period, the United States’s
campaign in Puerto Rico, and across Nazi Germany, as well as past and present colonial
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extraction. Thus, “overpopulation” should not be applied to the argument of climate
change.

Keywords: overpopulation, climate change, Malthusianism, inequality, racism,
environmental racism, eugenics, international policy.
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The Spectre of “Overpopulation” in Climate Change

Overpopulation is an issue that’s been broadly discussed for at least a few
centuries - with Thomas Malthus’s 1798 An Essay on the Principle of Population
bringing the idea into the public consciousness. A resurgence of the idea was seen in the
1970s on a global scale, with works like Paul Ehrlich’s 1968 The Population Bomb
becoming widely popular and fostering a widespread fear that we, as humans, cannot
sustain our population and its growth the way it is. This idea is particularly infectious to
environmentalists, who point to polluted waterways, deforested land, and most
importantly, anthropogenic climate change, as evidence of this idea. However, this
understanding of population growth as the foundational issue is a reductive framing of
the problems at hand. There is a lot of inequality in how the climate crisis is powered by
human-made emissions, with marginalized populations contributing far less to the
problem and bearing a lot more damage from the effects of global warming. In addition,
the notion of overpopulation brings with it a lot of harm; limiting the growth of
populations is often done by governments with an authoritarian fist, harming the lives of
those it claims to represent, and often does so in ways biased against minority groups.
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These attempts to fix population size and growth don’t approach the problems that people
have claimed “overpopulation” causes in the first place. The notion of overpopulation, as
it stands, does not truly exist in our society. Discussing “overpopulation” as a legitimate
issue and attempting to limit the growth of the human population is intrinsically harmful,
as it is often racist, classist, and eugenicist. Within the context of climate change, it is a
misdirected focus that needs to be rectified and eliminated if progress is to happen in an
equitable manner that centers humanity. This thesis focuses on what drives the issues that
overpopulation is blamed for, particularly climate change, as well as the harm that occurs
when there is a fixation on population size as an issue, to show that its discussion needs
to be eliminated as a legitimate point of discourse in the environmentalist sphere as well
as anywhere else.

Literature Review
Conversations about fears of overpopulation have cropped up many times
throughout history across the globe, in many forms, from Thomas Malthus’s original
piece in 1798 to policies like China’s One-Child Policy, only lifted in 2015. The
discussion orients itself around potentially not having enough resources to care for a
growing population, using concepts like biological carrying capacity, and twining that
with a country, region, or globe’s lack of food, fuels, water, or space. This is especially
relevant in today’s society, as the global community rapidly hurtles towards the 2° C
increase in average atmospheric temperature as a result of global warming, and the
carbon footprint of individual people becomes a relevant factor. However, oftentimes
these resource factors are not researched and analyzed beyond a surface level, wherein
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other aspects not related to population size are largely responsible for perceived
shortages. Not only is the rationale for the overpopulation discussion wrong on what it
bases itself around, but often as an undercurrent to these conversations are intrinsically
harmful drivers of these fears – racist, xenophobic, and classist beliefs. When these ideas
are left unchallenged and policies are put in place to curb population growth, it’s done
with an authoritarian fist and causes immense harm to populations within the region or
country.
Scholars that endorse overpopulation as a legitimate construct are abundant, and
range from agreeing conceptually to actively portraying the perceived social drivers and
consequences of overpopulation. The conversation of overpopulation starts with Thomas
Malthus in An Essay on the Principle of Population, so the groundwork of his theories in
that piece must first be laid out. Originally published in 1798 anonymously, Malthus
publicly expanded on it going forward after seeing its popularity. While it wasn’t the first
piece written about population size, it was responsible for population growth becoming a
national talking point in England. The central premise of his essay is that the continuation
of exponential population growth will have numerous negative outcomes for the country.
The Malthusian Law of Population posits that higher populations will drive down the
price of labor due to an increased labor force, lending itself to poverty (Malthus, 1798,
1:2). In addition, he states that exponential population growth will outpace linear food
production, necessarily leading to famine (Malthus, 1798, 2:13). Exponential growth is
growth without any natural checks, such as famine, war, poverty, and disease, or
preventative checks, purposefully hindering growth by way of not having children –
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something he termed “moral restraint”. He cited early North American colonization as an
example of this growth (Malthus, 1798, 1:2).
Malthusian ideals were recognized academically and went on to influence a
number of powerful figures. Among those most notable was Darwin, who incorporated
Malthus’s presentation of population growth outpacing resource production into his
development of the theory of natural selection. Another was John Stuart Mill (1848),
who, in his series on Principles of Political Economy, highlighted Malthus’s speculation
regarding excess labor driving down wages (Mill, 1848, 4:6). This was further expanded
upon by many influential authors who swayed public conversation surrounding
population size and control. Vogt in his Road to Survival traveled and researched various
developing countries and noted that overpopulation was the primary cause of their misery
(Vogt, Baruch, & Freeman, 1948). Paul Ehrlich (1968), an ecologist, wrote The
Population Bomb, an alarmist incendiary to the 70’s revival of overpopulation fears. He
posited that global famine will result from a continuously booming population, and that
this needs to be curbed in order to mitigate impending disaster. The book was mostly
concerned with food scarcity, as Malthus originally discussed.
As Malthusianism developed, it became closely linked to racism and social
Darwinism, helped along by some of the factors in Malthus’s original analysis that were
less blatant. In the original text, he goes on to say as resources become more available to
people, those in lower classes do not follow the aforementioned preventative checks,
leading them to continuously be in poverty (Malthus, 1798, 1:2). Subsistence thus cannot
be provided by the government to those in lower social classes, or this will continue to
proliferate without the natural check (Malthus, 1798, 3:1). In saying this, he also
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illustrates that he believes it is the fault of the lower classes that they are impoverished,
since they aren’t obeying his outlined “moral restraint”. Ehrlich (1968) in The Population
Bomb suggests many ways to hypothetically reduce population growth, including luxury
taxes on childcare goods, a heavier tax burden on those who choose to have multiple
children, and so forth. He goes on to suggest that compulsory methods of lowering the
population should be pursued if voluntary methods are unsuccessful (which makes them
involuntary to begin with).
Many scholars have seen Malthus’s theory fail to bear fruit since its publication.
While some benefit from hindsight, a notable critic of his time was Carey, who rejected
Malthus’s claims of famine and stated instead that only societies that don’t continuously
implement new technology or do not possess forward-thinking governmental policy are
the ones that find themselves encountering subsistence pressures (Chisholm, 1911).
Moving further into the present, Zwane (1975) addresses Malthus by first defining
overpopulation to mean “(...)the inefficiency of a given economic system in a given
country or group of countries to sustain a given quantity of population.” Zwane’s critique
is through the lens of a generalized African condition, and his position is that the inability
of many African economic systems to sustain their populations without the repercussions
of overpopulation is due to the forces of colonialism and neo-colonialism that have
ravaged the continent for the past few centuries. Zwane also asserts that discussing
“overpopulation” as a population size issue conceals the real causes of the
aforementioned issues, and in fact is used to justify the colonial expansion and repression
that brought them into existence.
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Scholars against Malthus’s ideas are plentiful. Hartmann (2014) posits that
Malthusianism acts as a root cause underlying the conversations on climate change and
conflict in Africa as discussed by more developed countries, proposing the notion of an
international attempt at fertility reduction in Africa being justification for military
intervention and colonization. She argues that in broader neoliberal spheres of politics,
this notion acts as a way to deploy “Africa” as a singular entity of failed states in order to
justify intervention for resource extraction, land claims, and general disparagement of
African communities in favor of more developed, whiter countries’ interests. She
elaborates on how the notion of being overpopulated is used to cover up the true causes
of the limited resource access and widespread poverty that Africa faces, and that this is
largely rooted in the racist and colonialist elements that Malthusian ideas promote.
Hartmann goes on to posit how this has begun to shape up into casting the entity of
Africa as an environmental political enemy of the developed world rooted in the notion
that population numbers are the true issue.
Environmental ties with Malthusianism were seen early on, and they continue to
manifest today. William Vogt was an ecologist, and his concern with population size
came out of seeing overexploitation of environmental resources as he traveled through
various Central and South American countries. In his Road to Survival (1948), he
outlines how the population size across Africa, India, and Latin America is the root cause
of their misery. With specific regard to Puerto Rico, for example, he discusses how
focusing on health and sanitation is a misdirected effort, and how population reduction
should be the main emphasis, as each person has less than a half-acre to live on (Vogt,
Baruch, & Freeman, 1948). This tie of overexploitation to environmental destruction
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hinges on population growth as the fulcrum and focuses only on countries notably
ravaged by imperialism in their pasts and on non-white countries.
Many climate researchers discuss other factors of climate change’s causes;
however, they often still include population growth as one of those factors. Hartmann
(2014) explicitly critiques the idea that overpopulation is a cause of climate change,
especially with reference to the issues that Africa as a whole is facing. She notes this idea
culminating in land being taken from certain African communities, as they begin to be
seen as unworthy keepers of necessary agricultural and environmental resources in the
era of climate change. She, like Zwane, shares the idea that imperialism is the cause of
Africa’s problems with climate change. Ojeda et al. (2017) discusses the Malthusian sway
pervading climate change narratives, looking at discussions of population control and
how it has been spun as an “environmental good”. They show that areas of higher
population growth are the sites of lower carbon emissions, because emissions originate
from technology, affluence, wealth, and political power – factors that those in the lower
social strata lack as much access to. They also state that overpopulation as an argument
masks what the true causes of climate change are, bolstering both the central theses of
Zwane and Hartmann. Hailemariam et al. (2020) shows that there is a huge ecological
output inequality between a country’s top 10% of wealth and the bottom 10% of wealth,
where the top emits far more CO2 yet has far fewer people holding that wealth. This
breaks into the argument that a large issue regarding climate change specifically is that of
resource allocation: the means to provide for a country’s people are present in the
country, but they are distributed unevenly. This provides direct evidence to support Ojeda
et al.’s argument. Hailemariam et al. goes on to posit that it is in the best interest of the
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environment for countries to guarantee that wealth isn’t concentrated so drastically in the
hands of few people. They go on to say it is better for countries to be more stable and
able to generate income to both guarantee the first conclusion and to reduce carbon
emissions while still maintaining a higher quality of life across the board, if wealth is
more evenly distributed. It further suggests that in policies, promotion of social equity is
likely to improve environmental quality.
Much of the discussion of overpopulation on the critiquing end does not engage
with those using climate change as a central argument for their endorsement of
population reduction policies, or those that cite overpopulation as being a primary cause
of climate change at all. With my analysis of the current conversation regarding climate
change and the sentiments of overpopulation that pervade it, I argue that because of the
intrinsically harmful nature of “overpopulation” as a concept and its futility in fixing the
problems that drive the climate crisis, participants need to be wary of its appearance and
be prepared to excise it from the discussion. My work aims to contribute a broader
perspective on overpopulation. Most articles look at niches of problems in Malthusian
ideology, be it how application has had material damage on populations, how discussion
obscures the real issues, or how it fails to accurately encapsulate the issues that get
termed “overpopulation.” I want to unite these issues together in a way that persuasively
conveys the harm that the notion carries, with specific regard to climate change narratives
in the current sphere of discourse.
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Definition and Usage
Step one is defining “overpopulation” by addressing who is using it, what it
means, and to what end. As established, in Thomas Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle
of Population, he discusses human population growth being detrimental to a given
society. This is namely in terms of rates of poverty skyrocketing due to an increased
amount of laborers and decreased wages in turn, as well as outpacing food production
and driving starvation. Thus, overpopulation by his definition is that human population
growth without checks to keep it down will spell ruin for a society. This idea of a
Malthusian catastrophe is shown below in Figure 1.
Figure 1.
Malthusian Catastrophe Simplistically Illustrated.

Note: From The Malthusian catastrophe simplistically illustrated [Graph], by
Kravietz, 2010, translated by Jarry1250, 2011, Wikipedia Commons
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(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Malthus_PL_en.svg). CC BY-SA 3.0. This
graph depicts production of food as a linear function and population growth as an
exponential function, both as quantity over time. Where population quantity exceeds food
production, the intersection is labeled as “Malthusian catastrophe”.

This idea of a Malthusian catastrophe is what Malthus believed would happen if
population growth was left fully unchecked. He hypothesized that as a result of
exponential growth, widespread poverty, low wages, famine, and war would erupt,
becoming the natural checks that prohibit exponential growth. Throughout the course of
the essay, he places blame on the lower classes of England at the time for perpetuating
the conditions of poverty they lived under, and thus believed in the “welfare trap” idea
(Malthus, 1798). This was responsible for the overhaul of Poor Laws in 1834 to provide
the lower classes with less relief than the level that influenced Malthus’s position
(Wrigley & Smith, 2019; Encyclopædia Britannica, 2020). Other notable figures in
overpopulation history were the influential writers of the 20th century, as previously
covered.
Charles Darwin went on to take heavy inspiration from Malthus’s essay in the
development of his Theory of Natural Selection. From Malthus’s work, Darwin realized
that favorable genetic variations would be promoted by the environment and unfavorable
ones destroyed, as Malthus had suggested with regards to impoverished populations
(Vorzimmer, 1969). This is the aspect of natural selection commonly referred to as
‘survival of the fittest’. This went on to create a number of staple concepts in ecology,
such as that of carrying capacity.
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From a biological sciences standpoint, the notion of overpopulation is that a given
environment has a carrying capacity wherein the resources can only support so much of a
population before it has its resources strained (Storch & Okie, 2019). Above this average
population density, defined as K, the size of a population tends to decrease to meet K as
resources become scarce, where an environment can no longer sustain increased growth.
This has long been used with reference to game management, from the ‘father of wildlife
ecology’ Aldo Leopold in 1933 (Sayre, 2008). It is used to identify how biological
populations interact with their environments and the resources they utilize, as well as how
a population stabilizes after a period of rapid growth. This can vary across species with
different life histories, but the general idea is this K-curve seen in Figure 2.
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Figure 2.
Logistic Population Growth: Carrying Capacity.

Note: Adapted from Exponential versus logistic population growth [Image], by
Encyclopædia Britannica, 2012,
(https://cdn.britannica.com/39/150639-050-C37A33AA/environment-populations-rate-gr
owth-curve-competition-resources.jpg). This graph depicts a logistic growth curve of
population size over time. The rate of population over time plateaus as it approaches the
carrying capacity (K) of the environment.
One example of carrying capacity at work is in the deer populations of North
America, where, due to the removal of predators over time, they have been allowed to
become abundant in certain regions to the point of damaging their ecosystems. Much as
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Malthus thought, deer populations exponentially outgrew the available food source, and
in turn damaged their environment, lowering the carrying capacity of deer overall
(Agriculture and Natural Resources Marketing, 2019).
There are limits to the ecological applications of carrying capacity to wild
populations, largely due to its oversimplification of a natural environment. Brush (1975)
outlines some of these issues. Despite the problems within the concept itself, scholars
focusing on human populations have used Malthus’s ideas, as well as carrying capacity,
to talk about overpopulation in humans. This is especially discussed with respect to what
the environment (or country, globe, continent, etc.) can support. Even those scientists that
see value in discussing carrying capacity with regards to human sustainability recognize
numerous issues with the assumptions that “carrying capacity” makes when applied to
rapidly shifting human culture and technology (Brush, 1975). It’s nigh impossible to
ascertain a concrete human carrying capacity when innovations are made that
accommodate more people with the same resources.
Darwin’s “survival of the fittest” being built on Malthus’s conception of
overpopulation led to the development of Social Darwinism, which is predicated on the
application of Darwin’s tenets to human populations. Social Darwinism suggested that
factors such as wealth, intelligence, disability, and morality were all genetically passed
on, as people with those factors would be the most successful, and that in order to better
the global human race, certain populations must not pass on their genetic material. This
was pervasive throughout political discussions by 1859, used to support any policy that a
politician thought would lead to a better population in future generations (Claeys, 2000).
In understanding these traits to link to biology, the social construct of race now had a
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“scientific” basis. This was used to support institutions like slavery, because enslaved
people in this view are “inferior”, so the assignment of all labor onto them allowed the
“superior” race to better society and humanity as a whole. Social Darwinism also acted as
justification for imperialism and colonialism for the same reasons. Understanding a
population as racially and genetically inferior allows one to extract whatever resources
the inferior population has that could be used for the further betterment of the superior
race, and again, all of humanity. A vaguely more humanitarian view that was popular
through the 19th and 20th centuries was to bring enlightened culture to the “unadvanced”
civilizations. Social Darwinism appeals to nature as rationale for these kinds of
oppressive institutions: it’s simply part of the natural process of all life for one species
(race) to supersede another (Dennis, 1995).
Social Darwinism was the biological foundation of eugenics, where eu- as a
prefix means “good” - equating to “good genetics” (WordReference Online Language
Dictionaries, 2022). The idea that good genes will flourish and make the moral character
of the human race better led to the practices of sterilization and policies against
miscegenation that dominated the political landscape. The idea of genetic purity is a
direct tie to Nazism. The 1916 book The Passing of the Great Race, which dealt with
eugenics, immigrants, and what author Madison Grant called the “race suicide” of Nords,
was widely praised by many politicians, including Hitler. In it, Grant argues that
increasing the birth rates of the superior race isn’t enough and that sterilization of inferior
genetics must occur in order to keep the most desirable genetics free of defects (Hoff,
2021). Vocal support for both Social Darwinism and eugenics declined after the Second
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World War, due in no small part to its association with Nazism, and presently, the notion
is discredited by the scientific community (Still & Dryden, 2004).
While these ideas did decline publicly after WWII, there was a resurgence in the
1960s that lasted through the 1980s. Texts that influenced this trend were Ehrlich’s 1968
The Population Bomb, Hardin’s 1968 Tragedy of the Commons, and Club of Rome’s
1972 Limits to Growth, among others. This was the dawn of neo-Malthusianism, where
the focus shifted specifically to using human population control to manage environmental
degradation. It is still integrated within and not distinct from Malthusianism itself, but
serves as a more narrow term that is present throughout the literature on this subject.
These ideas birthed out of Malthusianism may have declined somewhat, but the
idea of overpopulation certainly has not, especially as it pertains to anthropogenic climate
change. Earth First!, a ‘deep ecology’ group that sees humans as a destructive species
and seeks solutions to the environmental destruction it has caused, has run many articles
on the subject. One such article, entitled “Is AIDS the Answer to an Environmentalist’s
Prayer?”, discussed that the tragic deaths that may occur from AIDS and famine in
countries like Ethiopia would have an environmental silver lining by thinning the world’s
population (Sipchen, 1989). As part of a United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) release, explorer and conservationist Jacques Cousteau
said that “Overpopulation is our planet’s number one problem (...) World population must
be stabilized and to do that we must eliminate 350,000 people per day. This is so horrible
to contemplate that we shouldn't even say it. But the general situation in which we are
involved is lamentable.” (Elnadi & Rifaat, 1991). This is advocating for the mass
elimination of people despite understanding the moral abhorrence of it. Jane Goodall,

SPECTRE OF “OVERPOPULATION”

16

famed primatologist and UN Messenger of Peace, said during the 2020 World Economic
Forum that “All these [environmental] things we talk about wouldn’t be a problem if
there was the size of population that there was 500 years ago.” (Alberro, 2020). Prince
Philip of the UK said in a 1986 book that “I must confess that I am tempted to ask for
reincarnation as a particularly deadly virus (...)” in reference to environmental destruction
as a result of human overpopulation (Lewis, 1988). He then proceeded to pass on 9 April,
2021, amidst the Covid-19 pandemic (Ntim, 2021). With the recent pandemic, articles
have been released echoing that of Earth First!, with one titled “Is Covid-19 the Silver
Bullet for a Stable Climate?” and discussing the positive effects of the deaths of six
million people globally, at time of writing (Zarnett, 2020; Worldometer, COVID Live).
With this barely skimming the surface, it is clear that overpopulation is still widely
discussed as an environmental problem that needs to be tackled if humanity is to survive
climate change.

Anthropogenic Climate Change: Basics
The origins for the overpopulation argument being an issue worth attention stem
from multiple issues, most linked to quality of life or projected fears, as discussed in the
previous section. In the present day, a huge driver of the argument that overpopulation is
an issue to tackle is climate change. As such, it is vital to outline what is meant by the
term, as well as the evidence behind climate change and its effects going forward. This
allows for the application as to how humans are influencing it and what that influence has
to do with population, growth, stability, and sustainability.
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From the United Nations, climate change simply refers to shifts in temperature
and weather patterns over long periods of time, including natural shifts throughout the
Earth’s history. As it is contemporarily discussed, climate change, or “climate
emergency,” “climate crisis,” and other such terms, refers specifically to the variations
arising in different phenomena across the globe, such as precipitation, temperature, or
wind. It refers to these changes occurring at a distinctly more rapid pace than what has
been encountered before, and the drastic effects that this has and will continue to have on
global populations (United Nations, n.d.). Different institutions utilize different baselines
to quantify and convey how rapidly temperature has been changing, and all display a
steep rise in average global surface temperature since 1880 (coinciding with the industrial
revolution), with the last few decades showing a significant rise. The following graph
from the National Aeronautics and Space Administration [NASA] shows yearly
anomalies in temperature from various research groups since 1880. All groups show a
rapid warming in the last 40 years, with the last decade being the warmest (Figure 3)
(Greene & Jacobs, 2021).
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Figure 3.
Temperature Anomalies in °C Since 1880 From Various Research Institutions.

Note: This graph collates the temperature anomaly data from 1880 onward from each of
four institutions: NASA, the Hadley Center (UK), NOAA, and the Berkley Earth research
group. Aside from slight variations, all institutions report roughly the same anomalies in
temperature and report a steady climb since 1970 into the present day. A baseline of the
mean temperature from 1951 to 1980 is used to convey the increase in temperature. From
Greene & Jacobs, 2021, NASA
(www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/temp-2020_comparison-plot.jpg).

For clarity, the terms “global warming” and “climate change” are often used
interchangeably in media and scientific reports. By and large, this distinction has little
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impact on discussions. (NASA, n.d.). Going forward, this thesis will discuss global
warming as the rise in average surface and air temperatures across the globe, and climate
change as, in effect, what occurs when present climate systems respond to global
warming.
Global warming is caused by certain gases with a high heat-retaining capacity
(Arrhenius, 1896), dubbed greenhouse gases, getting trapped in Earth’s atmosphere and
trapping heat, increasing the average global air and surface temperature. The main gases
responsible for this phenomenon are carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, water vapor,
various aerosols, and fluorinated gases (Denchak, 2019). As the vast majority of the
world’s emissions are carbon dioxide, around 76% according to the Environmental
Protection Agency [EPA] (2022), this is what is most targeted alongside methane, which
is able to retain much more heat than carbon dioxide and accounts for 16% of our
emissions. Most of the sunlight that encounters the planet is absorbed by Earth’s oceans,
lands, and so forth. The heat is then radiated back out through the atmosphere - where
90% of it is trapped by atmospheric greenhouse gases, causing further warming of the
globe (IPCC, 2007). This is the greenhouse effect.
The concentrations of the various greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are the
result of a balance between sources and sinks. On the scale of the global carbon cycle,
humans produce relatively little carbon, about 4 gigatons of carbon per year, but the
long-established, nearly inert, slow-changing carbon equilibrium was shifted in response
to the anthropogenic (that is, human-caused) output. More gigatons of carbon are now
locked in the atmosphere to compensate for it being pumped out through human activities
(Riebeek, 2011). Due to the vast increase in the proportions of carbon dioxide in the
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whole of the atmosphere, from consistently below 280 ppm (Lindsey, 2021) through our
projected history on Earth to a February 2021 average of 419 ppm (National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Association, n.d.), less heat is escaping from the atmosphere and is warming
the planet at an unprecedented rate.
This acceleration of the greenhouse effect is what causes the warming of
atmospheric temperatures, temperatures over land, temperatures over and in the oceans,
and so on, colloquially known as climate change. In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change [IPCC], a body of the United Nations responsible for providing
comprehensive scientific information on the status of climate change, stated in their 1.5
°C Special Report that the Earth’s global mean surface temperature has warmed on
average by 1.0°C above pre-industrial temperatures (IPCC, 2018)(TS.1).
This documented change will continue to cause disastrous effects on natural and
human systems (IPCC, 2018, SPM2.B.5; Figure SPM.2). The report looks at global
weather patterns and has observed that there have already been increased droughts and
heatwaves across the globe, drastically affecting communities in these areas, while
simultaneously seeing increased heavy precipitation across the board (IPCC, 2018, TS.3).
The IPCC Climate Change and Land report details the risks to humans and ecosystems
with regards to various effects, such as water scarcity, soil erosion, vegetation loss,
wildfire damage, and food supply instabilities (IPCC, 2019, Figure SPM.2). When
examining the effects of global warming, the increased frequency of tornadoes and
worsening hurricane seasons are also observed (IPCC, 2019, Figure 2.3). After the bout
of tornadoes in December 2021, NOAA delivered a report on how climate change is
causing conditions favorable to tornado formation in winter (Pirtle, 2021). NOAA also
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reported on the likelihood of some of the worst weather events occurring in 2020 being a
result of climate change, including Europe’s heat wave in May, the southwestern United
States drought, the wet, warm Russian winter, and the Siberian wildfires (Stein &
Thomas-Medwid, 2021). With regards to harsher hurricane seasons, the effect climate
change has is not fully understood. In a summary report, NOAA presents the fact that
higher mean global surface temperatures contribute to the intensity of hurricanes
increasing, and that there will thus be a higher number of high-intensity hurricanes
(Knutson, 2021). Other effects that climate change has, like sea level rise and higher
atmospheric temperatures, contribute to a greater human cost, due to storm surge and
higher precipitation (Walsh et al., 2015).
The “anthropogenic” part of climate change discussions comes from the various
human activities that produce carbon dioxide and methane, directly or indirectly. For
example, the use of “fossil fuels” – fuels formed in the geologic past – such as coal and
gas. Using gasoline to run a car, coal to heat a house, petroleum into plastics, and many
other examples – all of these emit the majority of carbon dioxide and methane, directly
releasing greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. A 2014 IPCC report stated that from
1970-2010, 78% of the greenhouse gases emitted were CO2 emissions from fossil fuel
combustion and industrial processes. Other direct emissions are from things like cattle
farming, which releases a significant amount of methane. Methane represented 16% of
the greenhouse gas emission in 2010 (Blanck et al., 2014). Our World In Data in 2020
published a chart that has an in-depth breakdown of greenhouse gas emissions by sector,
showing 73.2% being emitted from use in energy, 18.4% from agriculture (including
forestry and livestock), and industry and waste accounting for the remainder (Ritchie,
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2020). The IPCC report on Climate Change and Land in 2019 reports that at present,
agriculture, forestry, and other land use accounted for around 13% of CO2, 44% of
methane, and 81% of nitrous oxide emissions during 2007–2016, which is 23% of the
greenhouse gas emission in that time span (IPCC, 2019, SPM A.3). Deforestation strips
away trees that would otherwise contribute to trapping the CO2 released, thus being an
indirect cause of global warming: not directly emitting carbon outside of machinery use,
but nonetheless exacerbating it. Many other factors also go into changes in forest cover
with regards to climate change impacts, as it directly affects regional surface temperature
through exchanges of water and energy (SPM A.4.5). These are all examples; they don’t
encompass the full scale of anthropogenic impacts.
The scientific community is at a consensus on the fact that the climate crisis is
anthropogenic in origin; within a detailed simulation in 2014, Kokic et al. showed that
removing the greenhouse gas excess that humans have emitted shows a less than
1/100,000 chance for the same long-standing temperature anomalies to arise (Kokic,
Crimp, & Howden, 2014). Furthermore, a 2021 metadata analysis of over 88,000 climate
papers since 2012 showed that over 99% of actively publishing climate scientists support
the anthropogenic origin of climate change (Lynas, Houlton, & Perry, 2021; Anderegg,
Prall, Harold, & Schneider, 2010). However, outside of the scientific community, this
consensus is questioned and often denied, which leads to public disbelief and a lack of
policy implementation to halt emissions. A 2017 Gallup poll taken in the United States
showed that 68% of Americans believe that global warming is caused by human activities
and that 45% worry about its effects, among other results (Saad, 2017). In the society of
the United States, it is a staunchly partisan point; according to a 2021 analysis from
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American Progress, while only half of the House of Representatives’ Republicans deny
that climate change is an issue that needs addressing, every one of the 139 Congress
members that deny the established reality of climate change are Republican (Drennen &
Hardin, 2021). Outside of the United States, opinion varies vastly and usually is tied to a
country’s own experience. For example, one survey across Tanzania and Cambodia (one
located on the Eastern coast of Africa, another along the Southern coast of Asia) showed
that citizens in these coastal communities held the consensus that the main underlying
cause of climate change is deforestation, followed by God’s will at transgressions of
cultural norms, overpopulation, greenhouse gas emissions, and illegal resource extraction
(Armah et al., 2017).
The reason climate change can often be tied to the human population size seems
quite obvious. Alongside other various anthropogenic environmental issues, climate
change in the way that it is discussed in the scientific community is human-driven in its
entirety, due to its massive acceleration of the problem since industrial times. As noted,
across Tanzania and Cambodia, one of the public opinions about climate change is that
“overpopulation” acts as a significant driver. The Climate Change and Land report cites
population growth as one of the factors driving land use change and degradation and how
that contributes to climate change (IPCC, 2019, SPM A.1.3; A.6). It follows logically for
some that if people are causing excess carbon emissions, then more people must drive
more emissions, and that the population growth needs to be limited if we are to stop the
exacerbation of climate change. The IPCC reports agree with this, going so far as to add
population growth as a variable in their potential mitigation pathways, and discussing the
effects of its expansion (IPCC, 2019, Box SPM.1).
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In summary, anthropogenically-driven greenhouse gas emissions drive global
warming and climate change, which affects the global ecosystem and human
communities extensively. Because it is human-caused, this leads to the question of
population reduction as a means of mitigating the impact and reducing emissions. This
stance is one of the foundations of the argument that overpopulation is a concern.

Inequality of Climate Change
Climate change isn’t caused equally by the global population, nor does it affect
people equally. The UN in their “What Is Climate Change” page lays out basic statistics
on the status of climate change. One section says that the 100 least-emitting countries
emit 3% of global CO2 emissions, and the top 10 emitting countries emit 68% of CO2
emissions (United Nations). Examining data accumulated in 2016 by Worldometers, this
isn’t entirely correct: the top 10 contributing countries to CO2 emissions (China, USA,
India, Russia, Japan, Germany, Canada, Iran, South Korea, and Indonesia) contribute
67.44% of CO2 pollution, whereas the bottom hundred countries listed contributed 0.64%
in total. The bottom 53, in fact, contribute so little that they all are at 0.00% contribution.
(Worldometer, CO2 Emissions by Country). This demonstrates differences across
countries in terms of emissions, but it is rather limited as to why this could be.
The top 10 countries in terms of CO2 emissions hold 51.6% of the global
population, while the bottom 100 countries hold 7.37% of the population. The population
distribution and emissions data of the top 10 and bottom 100 countries are summarized in
Figure 4.
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Figure 4.
Country Categories vs. % of World CO2 Emissions and World Population

Note: The two country categories are top 10 countries by emissions and lowest
100 countries by emissions, compared with their respective population sizes. The top 10
countries have 67.44% of total CO2 emissions, and 51.56% of the total population. The
lowest 100 countries have 0.64% of global emissions and 7.36% of the global population.
Data sourced from the Worldometer data set CO2 Emissions by Country.

While this begins to suggest that population size is the main factor at play, when
scaled to per capita emissions, this population size does not appear to be the prevalent
aspect of the problem. Per capita emissions, when analyzed, reveal that the average per
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capita emissions for the top ten emitting countries is 9.59 tons of CO2, whereas with the
lowest 100, the per capita emissions is at 1.91 tons. What this analysis begins to reveal is
that population numbers aren’t driving emissions, but rather it is the fact that the
emissions per person in those top 10 countries is drastically higher than that of the lowest
100 countries - more than a fourfold discrepancy (Figure 5).
Figure 5
Average Per Capita Emissions for Country Categories.

Note: This graph shares the “country categories” designation from the previous
graph. The top 10 emitting countries have an average per capita carbon emission of 9.593
tons of CO2 per year. The lowest 100 emitting countries have an average per capita
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carbon emission of 2.566 tons of CO2 per year. Data sourced from the Worldometer data
set CO2 Emissions by Country.

A facet vital to recognize in this discussion is the analysis of class as a correlated
factor to carbon emissions. Functionally, class, both within a given country and on a
global scale, is a large determinant of the emission potential that an individual can have.
In a report from the global organization Oxfam, it was found that emissions increased
60% from 1990 to 2015, and a breakdown of that emission data showed that the richest
10% of the world’s population (about 630 million people) was responsible for 52% of the
cumulative carbon emissions. Within this, the richest 1% was responsible for 15% of the
emissions, and the richest 5% for 37%. The poorest 50% (about 3.1 billion people), were
responsible for 7% of those same emissions (Gore, Alestig, & Ratcliff, 2020). This
discrepancy is massive - almost 5x the population producing half of the carbon emissions
in a critical period, produced less than a tenth. Population size is clearly not the issue at
hand with numbers like these, but rather the consumption of resources deriving from
wealth. This data is presented below in Figure 6, a chart from the study mentioned.
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Figure 6
Share of cumulative emissions from 1990 to 2015 and use of the global carbon
budget for 1.5C linked to consumption by different global income groups

Note: This figure is broken down into three elements. The first is a representation
of global population, color-coded as the richest 1%, richest 10%, middle 40%, and
poorest 50%. The second is a share of cumulative emissions from 1990-2015, with the
richest 10% accounting for 52% of the emissions within that period, and the poorest 50%
of the population only emitting 7% of the shares. The third is a global carbon budget
estimation, with the richest 10% having depleted 31% of it already, and poorest 50% only
accounting for 4% of it. Data and graph from Gore, Alestig, & Ratcliff, Confronting
Carbon Inequality, 2020, from the Oxfam International Digital Repository.
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The Oxfam briefing also covers poverty reduction and global GDP growth. It
recognizes that global GDP doubled in the same coverage period (1990 to 2015), but that
it grew unevenly. While there was some reduction in people living below the >$1.90 a
day poverty line, the share of wealth held by the richest 1% continued to increase across
the world (Gore, Alestig, & Ratcliff, 2020). The World Bank stated that a continuation of
this widening of income inequality will do very little to reduce the number of people
under the poverty line; only a reduction of the inequality would help (Lakner, Mahler,
Negre, & Prydz, 2019). Further increases in inequality will cause further environmental
degradation (Boyce, 1994; Baek & Gweisah, 2013), meaning that equity is central to
environmental efforts, which is supported by the IPCC adopting it as a central focus.
Furthermore, those that are hurting the most from climate change are those that
have contributed relatively little to the emissions. The IPCC Special Report on a 1.5 °C
increase has the principle of equity central to the report, as the IPCC realizes that many of
the impacts are felt more on the most vulnerable populations, including those in dryland
regions, Least Developed Countries, indigenous peoples, and communities dependent on
agriculture and coastal resources. Further, poverty in some populations is expected to
increase as global warming continues (IPCC, 2018: SPM B.5.1). A major reason for these
Least Developed Countries bearing the weight of climate change is that they have a
depressed capacity to cope with the damages. In countries that face repeated waves of
climate-influenced disasters, such as Haiti and Puerto Rico, the reduced ability to rebuild
after a hurricane coupled with repeated hurricanes means that the deaths from events like
this are far higher than places being hit with the same magnitude of problems, but with an
increased ability to cope with the damage.
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The Global Climate Risk Index assesses, by country, those most affected by the
impacts of climate change. This includes direct deaths from extreme weather events,
storms (and their implications), and so forth. From 2000 to 2019, the top three countries
affected were Puerto Rico, Myanmar, and Haiti. These have consistently ranked highest
in damages caused by climate change, whereas the top countries in 2019 specifically,
Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Japan, and The Bahamas, all experienced the most
damages in 2019 due to tropical cyclones (Eckstein, Künzel, & Schäfer, 2021). Returning
to the Worldometer emission data, Puerto Rico contributes 0.00%, Haiti contributes
0.01%, and Myanmar contributes 0.05%. For those in 2019, the results are similar, with
Japan as an outlier contributing 3.47% (Worldometer, CO2 Emissions by Country). All of
this reinforces that those hurt the most are those contributing the least, both by country
and by class.
Shifting the scope to looking within specific communities, one stumbles upon
“environmental racism”, which an Introduction to Sociology book defines as “the
burdening of economically and socially disadvantaged communities with a
disproportionate share of environmental hazards” (Griffiths & Kierns, 2015). Within the
United States, the EPA indicates that racial and ethnic minority communities will face the
greatest impacts of climate change. Some of the key findings show that minority
populations (Black, Hispanic/Latinx, Native American, Asian, Pacific Islander, etc) are
41% more likely to live in areas with significant coastal flooding, 26% more likely to
face impacts from air quality and health, and 34% more likely to experience lost labor
hours for the extreme temperatures. Low income population analyses were also
performed; among all 6 qualities of climate change consequences analyzed, low income
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populations would face significantly higher effects than non-low income populations
(EPA, 2021). This skims the surface of just minority populations in the United States
alone.
Oftentimes, minority populations contribute to combating climate change/carbon
emissions more, since it is an issue that will affect them with more force. For example,
Native American populations in North America and the protests against oil pipelines that
have been prominent in the last few years. According to the Center for Biological
Diversity, the closure of the Plains All-American Pipeline in 2015 has since prevented 34
million tons of carbon dioxide from being released into the atmosphere (Monsell, 2020).
This was calculated based on the plans proposed for this pipeline and the application of
EPA emissions estimates. This does not take into account the oil spills and other leaks
that plague pipelines when calculating emission prevention. This same prevention idea
can be applied to the more recent shutdown of the Keystone XL Pipeline (Denchak &
Lindwall, 2022). During its time, the Keystone XL Pipeline leaked 12 separate times,
which emitted immense amounts of pollution. With such a track record, moving forward,
the magnitude of emissions prevented will rival that of the Plains pipeline. To a lesser
degree, this idea can also be relevant with regards to the halts that protest groups forced
on the Dakota Access Pipeline during its construction. While not nearly as large in
magnitude, as the prevention calculation is based on the accumulated 5 years after the
shutdown, the reduction of several months with the pipeline active contributed
significantly to less potential carbon emission (Hersher, 2018). This is also true for the
Coastal GasLink pipeline in British Columbia and the numerous pauses that have
occurred as a result of the protests, as well as the fear that they have spurned among the

SPECTRE OF “OVERPOPULATION”

32

companies and industries trying to start resource operations in the area (CBC News,
2022).
Additionally, within indigenous populations is the utilization of traditional
ecological knowledge, or wisdom deriving from centuries of living within their respective
environments. This knowledge has often been incorporated into modern land
stewardship, such as within Fish and Wildlife Management (Hardin, 2018). Much
collaboration is done between indigenous and non-indigenous groups in order to improve
classification of endangered and endemic species, understanding of historical population
distribution, and so forth, contributing to how the larger community understands the
damages to these populations that climate change has brought. Indigenous people protect
80% of biodiversity despite making up 5% of the global population (Rundle, 2019;
Raygorodetsky, 2018). Beyond the protection of biodiversity, historical indigenous
practices that have been utilized to promote the health of the environment, such as
controlled burnings, are prolific in Earth’s history. Native Americans specifically widely
utilized fire in order to restore grasslands for local game (Norgaard, 2019). More recently,
this use of purposefully set fires has been discussed as a means of keeping the forests
stable by having low-intensity burns that cleared the underbrush that would accumulate
and urge on more intense fires. In fact, Taylor (2016) found that when native populations
were depopulated by colonization in the United States west, fire activity increased
dramatically. The health of the environment has historically hinged on indigenous
practices, and continues to do so, but part of the brunt of climate change will be on them.
The focus on individual emissions within the discussion of the most important
actions to be taken to mitigate climate change is itself misleading to a degree. A 2014
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study found that just 90 companies are responsible for almost two-thirds of climate
change emissions from 1854 to 2010 (Heede, 2014; Starr, 2016). This data was later
expanded on in 2017 and broke down how exactly those emissions have impacted the
world, calculating the impact on global mean surface temperature, sea level rise, and
other factors, using 1980 as a starting point (Ekwurzel et. al. 2017). With major oil and
gas companies like ExxonMobil knowing about the dangers of climate change,
exacerbated by their products, as far back as 1977, this denial is the root of the climate
crisis, not individual people’s emissions. Exxon publicly denied the science of climate
change, and was a major lobbyist involved in preventing the U.S. from joining the Kyoto
Protocol in 1998 (Hall, 2015). About 30 U.S. and European multinational oil and gas
enterprises, Exxon included, formed the Global Climate Coalition in order to oppose
climate change action in 1989. The group disbanded in 2002 (Levy & Rothenberg, 1999;
Kolk & Levy 2003). This kind of opposition was crucial in spreading misinformation,
questioning the authority of the IPCC, and sewing immense amounts of public distrust in
science, while allowing companies that continue to be the root of pollution to flourish
(Dunlap & McCright, 2011). In the conclusion of a 2015 article titled The climate
responsibilities of industrial carbon producers, four critical tenets are outlined:
1) [The world’s largest investor-owned fossil energy producers] have produced a
large share of the products responsible for dangerous anthropogenic interference
in the climate system;
2) They continued to produce them well after the danger was scientifically
established and recognized by international policymakers;
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3) They have worked systematically to prevent the political action that might have
stabilized or reduced GHG emissions, including through unethical practices such
as promoting disinformation; and
4) While ostensibly acknowledging the threat represented by unabated reliance on
fossil fuels, they nevertheless continue to engage in business practices that will
lead to their expanded production and use for decades to come. (Frumhoff, Heede,
& Oreskes, 2015).
These points and the data of the article lay the blame on companies that actually
produce the majority of emissions, rather than focusing on per capita emissions of people
using those products. This is due to the harm that they’ve exacerbated far more than any
individual, especially through their influence on people, including the disinformation,
lobbying, and encouragement of policies that disregard the climate crisis. A global focus
on capital instead of humanity is the reason that companies like Exxon behave as they do:
even after their research and recognition that climate change is real, they actively lobbied
against its existence and mitigation because it would hurt their bottom line to do
otherwise (Hall, 2015). The focus on short-term profit over long-term health is the
biggest barrier to fixing climate change. A study in 2014 concluded that this short-sighted
view that companies take is the bane of sustainability (Bansal, Gao, & Qureshi, 2014).
At the heart of tying climate change to being a result of overpopulation is this
baseline recognition that people need resources to survive, but that is where the analysis
stops. This misses the point that uneven distribution of resources allowing the richest
people to hurt the planet most is where the issue really lies, and that the majority of the
human population contributes next to nothing to global carbon emissions — that is, they
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have little influence on global warming. The majority of the problem falls on companies
and industrialization; while individual involvement is still present within these data, it
cannot be discounted that responsibility does not fall on the people, the way that the
framing of “overpopulation” forces it to. Once one is able to recognize the inherent
inequality of the problem, its effects, and its prevention, it becomes somewhat apparent
that “overpopulation”, being population size and growth, is a scapegoat, and that this
scapegoat insidiously covers the real problem at hand.

Historical Application and Ethics
When people discuss resource needs not meeting population needs as an issue of
population size and growth, they are not only misconstruing the reality of resource use,
but are contributing to an egregious history of methods of population control. The ethical
quandaries that accompany the policies and ideologies implemented in the past cannot be
untangled from one another, so they will be discussed in tandem in this section.
China and India and the Population Award
The United Nations Fund for Population Activities [UNFPA] was founded in
1969 and today labels themselves as “the United Nations sexual and reproductive health
agency”, supporting reproductive health care and access to contraceptives, among other
goals (UNFPA, 2018). They began issuing the Population Award yearly in 1983,
recognizing the “most outstanding contribution to the awareness of population questions
or to their solutions” (UNFPA, 2021). Typically, two laureates are selected each year,
with the first two being Prime Minister Indira Gandhi in India and Qian Xinzhong,
Minister of Health in China (UNFPA, 2019).
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When presenting the awards, Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, Secretary-General of the
United Nations, is quoted as saying “If rapid population growth in the developing nations
is left unchecked, it will evidently undermine all efforts for economic and social
development (...) We look to the leadership of nations for averting this disaster. The key
to enhancing public consciousness of the population problem and responding to its
urgency lies in their hands.” (“United Nations Population Award”, p. 754). It is clear that
the United Nations fully supported the efforts taken by these countries, so the policies are
reviewed below.
In 1980, China implemented the One-Child Policy under Qian Xinzhong, Minister
of Health and chairman of National Family Planning. After the spread of Neo-Malthusian
ideas throughout China’s government, population control became an established facet of
their modernization efforts after Mao, culminating in an oppressive and authoritarian
top-down approach to the “crisis” of overpopulation (Greenhalgh, 2008). While the
strictness varied over time, most families across the board were limited to one child
(Follett, 2020). Both the International Planned Parenthood Foundation [IPPF] and
UNFPA lent support to this policy. While there is some debate over whether direct fiscal
involvement was present with the organizations and the operations coming out of the
one-child policy, both were established and present for the worst parts of the policy
period (Crane & Finkle, 1989). Mei Fong, Pulitzer prize winner in international reporting,
addresses the societal aspects of this policy in her book, One Child (2015). She notes how
local administration was rewarded for performing abortions and sterilizations and was
financially punished if people in their locality didn’t follow the one-child rule, so
coercion and violence were favored. Fines were also imposed on families that violated
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the policy, something that poor families struggled to keep up with, so enforcers would
take things from their homes instead. There was much restriction placed on women
specifically: punishment for not using contraception, mandates that after one child is born
they must be fitted with irremovable IUDs, and facing surgical sterilization if they were
able to have two children (Fong, 2015). China’s Health Ministry said that at least 336
million abortions and 222 million sterilizations had been performed during the one-child
policy’s enactment (Jian, 2013). The statistics for how many forced abortions and
sterilizations occurred are not concrete, but the accounts available from those that
underwent them indicate the horror and brutality of the experiences, regardless of the toll
(Committee on International Relations, 1998). This all also contributed to child
abandonment, international adoption, and trafficking of children. International adoption
was lucrative for state-run orphanages seizing “extra” children from families (Follett,
2020).
The policy was lifted in 2015, replaced with a Two-Child policy, and in 2021, a
Three-child policy. Under the two-child policy, birth permits were still required, and
single motherhood was illegal (Congressional Executive Commission on China, 2015).
Soon after the three-child policy was enacted, limitations were fully lifted (Cheng, 2021).
However, coerced sterilization still occurs, particularly against minority populations like
the Uyghur Muslim community (Associated Press, 2020).
India’s Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was the other winner of the first Population
Award for population control activity from 1975-79. Gandhi declared India as being in a
state of emergency and suspended civil liberties on June 25th, 1975 (Gupte, 2017). The
UNFPA, US Government, and World Bank (among others) all fiscally contributed to
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Gandhi during this time, with the World Bank providing $66 million explicitly for
population control policies between 1972 and 1980 (Hvistendahl, 2011). After witnessing
the policy procedures, the World Bank president at the time said that India was
addressing their population problem, positively citing policies in his own words like
“compulsory abortion” and “sterilization laws” (Follett, 2020). Prenatal abortion of
females was encouraged, as it was in China, since male children were more desired due
to cultural and economic factors (Hvistendahl, 2011). Forced sterilization became a staple
policy with regional quotas (Green, 2018). Deterrents were utilized to enforce the quotas,
such as withholding irrigation water from village fields upon failure to reach the desired
number of procedures. Police were deployed to round up individuals to be taken to family
planning camps where they would be sterilized (Gwatkin, 1979).
Efforts of the United States
Both of the previous policies faced extensive criticism in the west due to human
rights violations in the years since (Committee on Foreign Relations, 2002). However, the
U.S. was complicit in both policies, and is responsible for many more like it. In a since
declassified document, nicknamed The Kissinger Report, the United States Agency for
International Development [USAID] (1974) outlined the issue of overpopulation as
something that must have decisive pressure put on it. It first outlines developing countries
with special political and strategic interest, including some in South America, Asia,
Africa, North and Central America, and notably including India at the top of the list. It
endorses international intervention into these countries to make the broad population plan
effective, which the United States subsequently adopted and funded. This enshrined
population control as a doctrine in U.S. Foreign Policy. A few major insights upon
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declassification are presented as follows. From the final paragraph of the section
discussing minerals and fuel, and the discussion of population pressures and growth
factors, respectively:
(...) the U.S. economy will require large and increasing amounts of minerals from
abroad, especially from less developed countries. That fact gives the U.S.
enhanced interest in the political, economic, and social stability of the supplying
countries. Wherever a lessening of population pressures through reduced birth
rates can increase the prospects for such stability, population policy becomes
relevant to resource supplies and to the economic interests of the United States.
(USAID, Chap. 3 - Minerals and Fuel)
The young people, who are in much higher proportions in many LDCs, are likely
to be more volatile, unstable, prone to extremes, alienation and violence than an
older population. These young people can more readily be persuaded to attack the
legal institutions of the government or real property of the 'establishment,'
'imperialists,' multinational corporations, or other -- often foreign -- influences
blamed for their troubles. (USAID, Chap. 5 - Implications of Population Pressures
for National Security)
These two quotes explicitly document the population control interests of the
United States as linked to economic control of scarce resources in less developed
countries. They show that the U.S. Foreign Policy is established as being in favor of birth
control to protect themselves from the citizens in these countries gaining power. Both link
population size to political power in underdeveloped nations and outline how it must be
limited in order for United States interests to be protected. Throughout the rest of the
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document, there are various discussions about population control tactics, public
perception, and policy proposals. This memorandum is referenced as justification (in
part) for numerous U.S. interventions since World War II, as many of them involve
USAID funding and deployment. For example, under President Alberto Fujimori, Peru
faced a crisis of forced sterilizations. In an inquiry to the Congress of Peru, sterilizations
were found to increase with further USAID funding backing. With the Kissinger Report
now declassified, the memorandum is cited as responsible for the involvement of USAID
in forced sterilizations as part of its larger global strategy (Ministry of Health of Peru,
2002). These sterilizations largely targeted indigenous people and the policies are often
described as ethnic cleansing (PRI Staff, 2003; Carranza Ko, 2020). This can also be seen
in Nigeria (Grimes, 1998).
In addition to international policy, the horrors of human rights violations with
regards to population control were happening on America’s home turf. In his Road to
Survival, Vogt cites that “(...) [Doctors are] making Puerto Rico, for example, one of the
most miserable areas on the face of the earth, by expanding the population beyond all
possible bounds of decent subsistence.” (Vogt, Baruch, & Freeman, 1948). In this, he
cites overpopulation as the root of Puerto Rico’s squalor, rather than the imperialism it
faced at the hands of the United States. While he was visiting the island and making that
analysis, a campaign funded by the United States that ran from 1937 to 1960 saw more
than 1 in 3 Puerto Rican women sterilized under coercion. During this campaign, women
were experimented on without informed consent of the safety information of the pills and
were made to test birth control pills that could not have clinical trials in the States
(Ordover, 2014; Blakemore, 2019). These trials were used to test the pills adopted by
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Planned Parenthood later, a history they recognize and rebuke (Planned Parenthood, Our
History).
Overpopulation during the Holocaust
Another historical component involving the United States and eugenics is the
Holocaust and the concept of “Lebensraum” - living space. This was one of the notions
that shaped the German Reich’s policies, formed by the application of Darwin’s theory of
natural selection onto people, nations, and resources. Prior to the rise of nazism, in 1901,
a German geographer coined the term with direct reference for a necessity to relieve
German overpopulation (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Lebensraum). This
is one of the policies that lead directly to the practices of euthanasia and sterilization of
Jewish, Roma, Slavic, and queer populations, as well as the human experimentation
practiced on them (Grodin & Ammas, 1996). This connects to the United States, as the
policy was heavily influenced by the notion of Manifest Destiny and westward expansion
by expulsion of native populations (Friedberg, 2000).
When looking at resource distribution, eugenics ties into overpopulation again in
the past. The phrase “life unworthy of life”, used to mean people who were seen as
financially burdensome and genetically dangerous to society, was pervasive throughout
scientific circles in Nazi Germany. This was applied to mentally ill and/or physically
disabled individuals (among others) and developed into the euthanasia policies for these
people (Binding & Hoche, 1997/1920). In July of 1933, a German law was passed for the
authorization of sterilization of these individuals to prevent hereditary diseases in order to
protect the purity of Aryan genetics. In addition, this allowed for the distribution of
resources to be funneled into the “healthy” German people, rather than those who
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couldn’t contribute anything more to society in the eyes of the state (United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum, German Law). Both the idea of resource distribution and
racial genetic purity eventually extended to Jewish people and Romas, ending with the
implementation of the Euthanasia Program (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,
Nazi Persecution). The policies of sterilization of Jewish people, Romas, and queer
people implemented in the Reich took direct inspiration from the United States’s eugenics
movement in the 1920s and the sterilization of disabled citizens and prisoners (Friedberg,
1995). This particular line of thought didn’t die there in the United States, as sterilization
of prisoners continues to occur, as recently as 2017 (Hunter, 2017).
Climate Change and Overpopulation Policy
Across the board, many of these policies targeting overpopulation have been
linked to fears of environmental degradation. The United States was active in this
timeframe discussing population pressures and their impact on the environment, and how
it would affect global peace and world development in tandem with the food-population
crisis – exactly as Malthus had laid it out. This was shown in President Nixon’s annual
report to congress (Nixon, 1973). The State Department in subsequent years began
implementing population control policies globally after distributing literature to all US
Ambassadors. They were recognized as urgent in nations with excessive population
growth (Green, 1993). Governmental officials involved with both China’s One-Child
policy and India’s Emergency Period espoused views of their environmental problems
being a result of overpopulation, as a reason for why the control measures were put in
place - as did the UNFPA (Follett, 2020). As recently as 2019, a congressman in India
stated that a law should be in place to control population growth, as it places massive
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stress on the environment (Asian News International, 2019). As mentioned, justification
for Nazi policies of euthanasia and conquest was rooted in the notion that there were too
many people for the resources available to Germany.
So many of these policies have environmentalism as a constituent to their
rationale, but the evaluation of their effectiveness is rather limited. This can be ascribed
to the fact that many, if not all, of the policies are coercive and oppressive, so people
aren’t inclined to study their benefits. It’s also difficult to estimate with any certainty the
ways that a population growth rate reduction impacts environmental health – one would
be trying to gauge hypothetical outputs and the effects on the environment in a world or
country that is constantly shifting and changing.
There are some claims that these types of policies reduce CO2 emissions
significantly. From the Journal of Public Health, 1.8 billion tons of CO2 emissions have
been prevented by the population growth reduction of the One-Child policy (Stephenson,
Newman, & Mayhew, 2010). However, other studies state that the reduced population
growth rate isn’t the primary cause of a reduction in emissions, and in fact, that energy
consumption in China offset the hypothetical reduction from population growth in its
consumption (Lin, Zhao, & Marinova, 2009).
Moreover, even if these policies did (or do) have substantial positive effects on
the environment, populations should not be subjected to human rights abuses in exchange
for a few tons of atmospheric CO2 not being emitted. Carbon emissions cannot dictate
human rights. More countries adopting single-child policies as a means to combat climate
change cannot be encouraged as a feasible solution.
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Ethical Evaluation of Overpopulation
The previous sections have outlined the implementation of population control and
its effects. They’ve been consistently brutal, often targeting women (China, United
States, Peru), racial minorities (United States, Peru, Germany), disabled individuals
(United States, Germany), and poor citizens (all). When international aid is involved, it is
almost always extractivist and imperialist in nature, further harming people living in
these countries, cloaked in a guise of bettering their quality of life. These policies entirely
strip affected people of bodily autonomy, often hurting or killing women who are subject
to forced sterilization or abortion, and actively worsen the material conditions of the
victims. These policies connect directly to eugenics when implemented.
The inequality of climate change must be coupled with this. Within countries,
racial minorities and poor individuals are most at risk for the effects of climate change,
yet contribute the least to climate change in terms of emissions. Globally, the most
affected people will be the most vulnerable populations, including those in dryland
regions, LDCs, indigenous peoples, and communities dependent on agriculture and
coastal resources. When evaluating emissions against wealth, the top 15% of the global
population wealth-wise releases 50% of global greenhouse gas emissions, and the lower
50% releases only 7% of emissions. The contribution to global warming falls heaviest on
those who won’t experience its consequences, because resources are distributed in such a
way that this is possible. When looking at the fight against climate change, indigenous
people play an essential role in combating emissions, only to be thrashed by the effects of
global warming more than people that actively contributed to it.
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Recognition of climate change being human-driven often lends itself to a feeling
that many hold in some capacity: a thought that humans are the scourge of the Earth, that
we deserve to be killed by our actions, and so forth. It’s an expression of
environmentally-driven misanthropy. It again is driven by the simplification of “more
people means more pollution”, or something of that nature. Rather than analyzing the
reality and inequality of the problem, blaming those causing the most harm, the criticism
falls onto humanity as a whole. This plays directly into overpopulation and echoes the
callousness of the brutality that population control has enacted in the past.
In addition, this misanthropic notion drives a movement of ecologically-motivated
fascism, which has grievous effects. Multiple individual acts of violence and terrorism
have taken root under this ideology. The Unabomber is an anti-industrialist who mailed
bombs to those connected to environmental disasters and degradation, such as an
executive that helped Exxon-Mobil recover its public image after the Exxon-Valdez oil
spill (Bombing in Sacramento, 1995). The connection also extends to the El Paso
shooting in 2019. The shooter’s manifesto was named “An Inconvenient Truth”, sharing
its name with a climate change documentary from Al Gore. In it, he states that if enough
people can be gotten rid of, sustainability is possible. It was racially motivated as well, as
that continues to tie into overpopulation concerns - targeting a Wal-Mart frequented by
Hispanic people (Darby, 2019). Similarly, the Christchurch shooter in 2019 described
himself as an eco-fascist and openly stated that his attack was targeting Muslims on the
grounds of immigration influxes contributing to environmental degradation via
overpopulation (Koizol, 2019).
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When discussing overpopulation specifically with regards to African countries,
Zwane (1975) first asserts that colonial oppression is the root cause of the discrepancy
between economic production and population growth, rather than population growth
itself. Imperialism served (and serves) to hinder political and economic development of
these countries and shunt them into a production order with the sole purpose of serving
developed capitalist countries with material, casting aside the needs of its population.
Modernization efforts are diverted into industry - mining and oil - to the point that those
are essentially no longer part of the country’s economy, and rather part of the foreign
sector. He then states that “population growth (...) presents no threat of overpopulation as
long as it is part and parcel of a planned economy which is directed at the interests of the
whole community and not a few who monopolise economic power.” (Zwane, 1975)
Throughout the course of the article, Zwane writes out what the Kissinger Report
would later confirm - the developments that colonial countries did undertake in
underdeveloped nations were for their own gain, entirely governed by imperial,
extractivist interests. He also digs into the relationship between birth control program
requirements and funding from international agencies, and the dodgy ethics of their
implementation through Africa. Hartmann (2014) expands on this, bringing into the
discussion how environmental degradation is portrayed as the fault of population
pressure, which has served as a policy basis for western intervention throughout Africa.
She examines how contraception is often deployed by western nations as a quick-fix for
problems that Africa will face as a result of climate change. For example, fewer people
means fewer emissions, sure, but also because women will be less burdened by children
when they need to get access to the now more scarce water supply. She notes how foreign
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aid medical clinics are often there with the express purpose of providing contraception
and family planning to the populations they are among - with little regard for the safety of
the people taking it. (Hartmann, 2014)
Both outline how “overpopulation” is used as a distraction towards what causes
the majority of the issues of discrepancies between population and resources:
imperialism. Overpopulation is used as a decoy by some, allowing imperialism to dodge
the blame, and by the imperialists, is used as a cover. Under the guise of fixing
population growth and size in Africa, western nations have been successful in diverting
resource production and land holdings in a way that benefits them, not African citizens,
but imperial powers. In doing this, the issues that are driving climate change are not
addressed by the funds that are allocated explicitly for those drivers.

Discussion
Further Research
There is a lot of further research to be done, due to the enormity of overpopulation
as a topic. This issue is extraordinarily broad and engages with many facets of society, so
talking about all of it in a meaningful way would take hundreds and hundreds of pages
and would still likely fall short. Of chief importance is the insurance of provisions to
impoverished populations, growing or otherwise, which is partially tackled here with
regards to overconsumption. Dercon (2014) discusses how in order to curb poverty in
these countries, a bit of tradeoff regarding emissions is necessary and inevitable. One
cannot lift a population out of poverty and be fully green along the way, especially not
when trying to lift a significant amount of people (Dercon, 2014). Hailemariam et al.
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(2020) concludes that increases in income inequality are associated with higher carbon
emissions. Under high income inequality, rich houses produce more CO2, but when the
whole country has a higher GDP (after a turning point), emissions drop. If countries are
allowed and encouraged to flourish as a collective whole, the environmental impact of
that country is less (Hailemariam, Dzhumashev, & Shahbaz, 2020). Conversations of the
ability to provide for an increased population size come from studies like Nikos (2005),
who says that in many countries with high food insecurity, they have the potential to
continue to sustain themselves, with some adjustment in tow - that feeding a larger
population is possible (Nikos, 2005).
There is also discussion to be had about the distribution of non-coercive birth
control. Access to family planning services does improve the wellbeing of people in
poverty. Das Gupta (2014) observes the positive impact on the poorest communities that
family planning programs have brought in terms of reducing strains on health. However,
this is complicated by the international deployment of family planning services. Zwane
(1975) reflects on how the World Bank, IPPF, and others have repeatedly threatened to
revoke loans and funding to African countries unless they use some portion of the money
towards family planning programs. He discusses the distrust for birth control by many
African people being rooted in the legacy of coercion, as well as medical shelves being
empty save for birth control methods - a clear indication that international aid does not
care for these people’s lives.
By definition, there is a theoretical cap to the human population size that can be
supported by planet Earth. Current population projections are in the range of the world’s
population is projected to hit 11.2 billion by 2100, by some accounts (United Nations
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Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2017). Theories over the actual carrying
capacity of Earth have varied wildly over time, from 2 billion people to 1,024 billion
people (UNEP Global Environmental Alert Service, 2012). It is disingenuous to make
any logistical claims about the potential carrying capacity for humanity based on our
current situation, what with the vast expanses in agricultural technology that has been
seen over the last few hundred years, through the Green Revolution headed by Borlaug
(Mann, 2018).
Conclusion
Overpopulation is a massive topic, spanning hundreds of years of interpretation
and application. It pops up continually, and especially recently, as fighting it has been
rebirthed as a tenet in the fight against global warming. It is grounded in the baseline of
people needing resources to live, and that more people need more resources to survive,
but that’s where the analysis ends. When one considers our material reality, it begins to
become apparent that there is far more within the subject that must be unraveled in order
to understand the real ethics behind a notion like that. With emissions split so drastically
between those materially well off and the half of the world’s population that isn’t, it is
unreasonable to discuss things like birth rates in most African countries as the problem to
tackle to fix global warming. It is one thing if someone talking about overpopulation
doesn’t understand where our problems are coming from, but it is an entirely different
beast if someone does and continues to talk about the world being overpopulated.
When discussing climate change and overpopulation, there is now a green veneer
that is applied to population control. Reducing the number of people has not and will not
solve the problem, because it was never the problem in the first place. The problem is one
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of consumption, industry, and stubborn refusal to improve. With 90 companies being
responsible for almost two-thirds of global carbon emissions, the attention being focused
on people is a misleading take as a whole. There needs to be a shift to the discussion of
the system of capital that the world operates under and its complicity in climate change.
More importantly, one needs to be able to recognize what kinds of intentions are
masked behind the argument that there are simply “too many people” for this planet.
More often than not, those in charge of fixing societal problems, such as ruling
governments, international organizations, etc., are explicitly interested in population
control as a means of restricting freedoms for the subjects of their policies. Extractivism,
imperialism, colonialism, stripping power from people posing threats to their rule,
reducing the population of those ‘unworthy’, and so forth – these are the conditions that
the “solutions” to “overpopulation” seek to fulfill.
After such a horrid history of overpopulation arguments coupled with the research
showing that population growth is not the issue, it’s a wonder that such ideas remain
prevalent. This idea without any analysis has become pervasive in society, from literature
consumed en masse publicly, to politicians in power. The notion of “overpopulation” acts
as a spectre that haunts humanity; long after its grievous damage has been wreaked upon
the world, it continues to proliferate and threaten people in the same way it always has. It
lingers in climate change discussions as an undercurrent driving attention away from the
true culprits, ones that, when attacked, would need a fundamental restructuring of society
to conquer. Instead, we focus on the ghost.
The notion of overpopulation as an issue to be fought needs to be excised from
discussions surrounding climate change. It is not a legitimate problem and distracts from
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the actual causes of climate change. The idea of overpopulation has a horrendous past of
forced sterilization campaigns and eugenics policies. Continuing to uphold it as a valid
argumentative topic puts a silver lining on some of the most egregious acts of human
rights violations and loss of human life in history. It sets the stage for more to occur under
an environmentalist lens. It needs to be recognized as, at best, a falsehood, and at worse,
actively malicious, for it forgoes the importance of humanity.
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